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On May 1 in Managua, about 10,000 Nicaraguans and a large number of "internacionalistas" from
foreign countries attended May Day celebrations. According to a report by the WASHINGTON
POST (05/02/87), citizens from developed industrial countries were among the most enthusiastic
participants at the rally. At present, there are thousands of foreign workers in Nicaragua. While
many are Cubans and East Europeans sent by their governments, a large number are US and West
European volunteers. Motivations which bring citizens of industrialized nations to Nicaragua to
assist the Sandinista government include disaffection with their societies, concern for the poor,
opposition to the contras, and the desire to contribute to a government they believe represents
progress and social change or simply, "working for peace in Central America." The POST report
indicated that the recent killing of Benjamin Linder, the first US civilian victim in Nicaragua of a
contra attack, has focused attention on the role of US citizens and raised questions about whether or
not to carry arms. Survivors of the incident in the northern department of Jinotega said Linder had
been carrying a Kalashnikov assault rifle for protection. Despite official US warnings to stay out of
Nicaraguan war zones, many of Linder's friends and colleagues say his death has strengthened their
determination to remain in the country and continue defying administration policies. According
to Ed Griffin-Nolan, a member of the US volunteer organization Witness for Peace, "People have
become more determined" as a result of Linder's death. "We wouldn't be here in the first place if we
were afraid of the risks." Witness for Peace states publicly that while it is opposed to administration
policies, it is not necessarily pro-Sandinista. The organization has sent about 2,300 Americans to
Nicaragua, said Griffin-Nolan. The aim of the visitors, he said, is to go into war zones, live with
Nicaraguans there and "bear witness to the war's impact on the civilian population." The question
of whether volunteers should carry weapons is a moot question for members of Witness for Peace,
since "we have a commitment to nonviolence," Griffin-Nolan said. But he acknowledged that this
was a subject of considerable debate for other volunteers. He said volunteers are "probably more
of a target" if they carry guns or travel in an armed group, but added that "I know people who
have survived ambushes because the people with them were armed." Next, he cited instances in
which he said contras had fired on unarmed foreigners and Nicaraguans as part of a strategy to
thwart the government's development programs. With regard to Linder, Griffin-Nolan said, "Ben
wasn't targeted because he was armed. He was targeted because he was a development worker."
According to the POST, as many as 1,500 US citizens, including those affiliated with churches,
are believed to be living in Nicaragua. An estimated 300 of that number work in permanent
jobs in various Nicaraguan government organizations. The Americans are estimated to be the
second largest single foreign community after the Cubans, whose number reportedly includes
about 2,500 military advisers and several hundred civilians attached to government ministries
and agencies. An estimated 300 to 400 Soviets also work in Nicaragua, including technicians
who maintain the Sandinistas' fleet of Soviet-supplied helicopters and other military hardware.
The Americans and other volunteers include doctors, engineers, teachers, researchers, lawyers,
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computer programmers, electricians, plumbers and technicians. They also include short-term
brigadistas who help pick coffee, cotton and other crops during harvest seasons. However, the
POST reports that the government this year plans to decrease its reliance on foreign volunteer
coffee-pickers, many of whom are considered unproductive, and turn to the more experienced
traditional laborers. Since the 1979 revolution, US peace groups, churches and various organizations
are estimated to have sent more than 60,000 US volunteers to Nicaragua. One of the largest agencies
is TecNica, a group based in Berkeley, Calif. According to TecNica, it has contributed more than
$3 million worth of technical aid to Nicaragua, more than any other US non-profit organization.
Thus far, it reports the organization has also sent more than 300 skilled professionals to the country
as volunteers and plans to place more than 200 Americans in unpaid, short-term jobs in 1987.
In a recent press release, TecNica reported that the average age of its volunteers is 35, and they
have an average income of $35,000 a year. The POST article pointed out that observers say how
Nicaraguans view the internationalists usually depends on political perspective. Critics of the
Sandinista government resent the presence of people who have come to be called "sandalistas,"
and argue that they exercise rights often denied to Sandinista opponents, such as holding protest
demonstrations. Other Nicaraguans view the foreigners, especially US citizens, with respect and
affection for the development work they perform.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

